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“The biosynthesis of the steroid hormones and bile 
acids, and the oxidative metabolism of foreign 
compounds of every diverse chemical structure, 
are all catalysed by one enzyme, namely, 
cytochrome P-450”. Such was the thinking twenty 
years ago, summarised by a distinguished worker 
in the field, at a meeting of the Biochemical Soci- 
ety in London. The comments of the Chairman of 
the Society to the effect that this was scientifically 
improbable were shared by most of the members 
present, and proved to be accurately predictive. 
However, the paradox of one enzyme, or even a 
family of enzymes, catalyzing the diversity of ox- 
ygenations involved in the biogenesis of 
cholesterol, steroids, bile acids and eicosanoids, 
the catabolism of fatty acids, the detoxication of 
drugs, pesticides and environmental chemicals, 
and the activation of mutagens and carcinogens is 
still not fully resolved. The problems of the con- 
formationally specific oxygenations of cholesterol 
in the biogenesis of the individual steroid hor- 
mones to facilitate their highly specific regulation 
of DNA, is only now being addressed and this 
alone promises to provide as fascinating a chapter 
on molecular biology as the genetic code or protein 
synthesis. 
The paradox whereby this one family of en- 
zymes detoxicates drugs and environmental 
chemicals on the one hand, yet activates mutagens 
and carcinogens on the other, is another intriguing 
aspect of cytochrome P-450 biochemistry, of vital 
importance to medicine since the reactive in- 
termediates formed from environmental chemicals 
by P-450 oxygenations have been implicated in 
drug toxicity, and the aetiology of cancer, 
atherosclerosis, diabetes and rheumatoid disease. 
All these facets of cytochrome P-450 biochemistry, 
and more, are mentioned in the forty or so papers 
that form the substance of this volume, and were 
the plenary presentations at the Sixth International 
116 
Symposium on Microsomes and Drug Oxidations 
held at Brighton in August 1984. 
The contents of this volume are methodically ar- 
ranged into seven sections dealing with the 
‘chemistry and physics of P-450’, ‘metabolism of 
endogenous substances by P-450’, ‘molecular 
biology of P-450 and related enzymes’, ‘post- 
oxidation (conjugation) enzymes’, ‘microsomal 
enzymes and toxicity’, ‘microsomal enzymes and 
carcinogenicity’ , and ‘drug oxidation in man’. A 
major concern of many of the chapters is the 
heterogenous nature of P-450, which now appears 
to consist of two or more families of enzymic pro- 
teins often with overlapping substrate specificities, 
and the elegant structural studies of these enzymes 
by gene cloning and other techniques give good 
evidence of this. However, not all the papers in this 
book are concerned with cytochrome P-450 and 
the section on ‘post-oxidation enzymes’ contains 
chapters on the glutathione S-transferases, epoxide 
hydrolases, and the glucuronyl transferases, and 
chapters on ‘reactive oxygen species’ and ‘one- 
electron oxidations’ are found in other sections. 
The section on ‘drug oxidation in man’ is also wor- 
thy of special mention as it concerns the polymor- 
phic oxidations of debrisoquine, desmethyl- 
imipramine and other drugs by the various 
isoenzymes of P-450. 
The book has a good subject index, always 
essential in the publication of symposia, which 
gives accessibility to the different facets of this 
field, and most of the contributions are well il- 
lustrated and documented. The volume, obviously 
of greatest interest to the specialist reader with 
research activities in drug metabolism, phar- 
macological biochemistry, biochemical toxicology, 
or steroid biochemistry, is well produced and the 
authors are to be congratulated on its rapid 
publication. 
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